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To all the loyal fans of Vincent James Gideon—

you’ve walked the smoke-filled streets with him,

lit matches in the dark corners of forgotten rooms,

and stood steady when the truth came out swinging.

This book is for you.

Every mystery he chases is sharpened by your curiosity.

Every hard-boiled line he growls is echoed by your belief that justice—no matter how messy—

is still worth fighting for.

May Gideon’s grit remind you

that even in the darkest alleys,

the truth has a way of burning through.
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Prologue
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Black Rock Cove isn’t the kind of place you stumble into. You don’t come here unless you’re running from something, or chasing after something worse. The ocean beats at the cliffs like it’s got a score to settle, and the fog rolls in heavy enough to choke a man. Folks who live here learn quick that the salt air isn’t the only thing that stings.

I’ve seen plenty of towns with dirty secrets. They usually wear them on their sleeves — a crooked sheriff, a bar that never closes, a church that forgives too easily. But Black Rock Cove? It pretends to play innocent. White fences, tidy porches, the kind of small-town smile that doesn’t reach the eyes. The truth here doesn’t walk the streets. It hides behind locked doors and waits for nightfall.

They called me in because silence had grown too loud. That’s the thing about secrets — they rot. And when they rot, they stink. The stink had reached far enough that even the folks with money couldn’t ignore it anymore. That’s where I come in. Vincent James Gideon. Private detective. Professional bastard. The guy who lights a match in the dark, even if it means watching the whole damn room go up in flames.

I didn’t come to Black Rock Cove for the weather, or the view, or the whiskey that tastes like seawater. I came because someone whispered the kind of story you don’t walk away from. A story about a family that thought walls could keep the truth chained up. A story about a house that stood too proud for too long.

I’ve learned one thing in this line of work — fire always tells the truth.

And in Black Rock Cove, the fire was just getting started!
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Introduction 
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The rain never stopped in Black Rock Cove. It came down in sheets that rattled rooftops and gnawed at the cliffs until the whole town seemed ready to slide into the Pacific. People there learned to live with storms, but no one could prepare for the kind that was coming.

On nights when the fog rolled low and the ocean thundered against the rocks, the lights of the Harrow Estate glowed faintly through the mist — a mansion standing like a dare against the elements. Some said it was indestructible. Others whispered it was cursed. Most kept their mouths shut. In Black Rock Cove, silence wasn’t golden. It was survival.

Vincent James Gideon didn’t believe in curses. He believed in lies, the kind men told for money, power, or the fear of losing both. A trench coat on his shoulders, a match flaring against the wind, he looked at Black Rock Cove the way a wolf sizes up a wounded deer. To him, every town had secrets; this one just had sharper teeth.

What begins as a whisper will turn into a scream. What hides behind locked doors will demand to be seen. And once Gideon puts his hand on the latch, there’s no turning back.

Because in Black Rock Cove, the rain washes away everything — except the truth.
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Chapter 1:  Shadows Over Black Rock Cove
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Vincent James Gideon steered his orange and white ’57 Vette down the two-lane highway that twisted along Oregon’s coast, the ocean on his left throwing white spray against black cliffs, the pine forest crouching on his right like a jury waiting to hand down a sentence. The kind of road where a man either paid attention or wound up in the obituary column. He lit a cigarette with one hand and worked the wheel with the other, the glow painting his face in short bursts against the storm clouds sliding in overhead.

Black Rock Cove had a reputation in Portland. People said the town was honest, hardworking, and had salt in its blood and mud on its boots. But behind that grit, it had shadows—same as every town Gideon ever worked. His business was dragging those shadows into daylight, even if daylight didn’t make them look any prettier. He’d been hired before to clean up dirty messes, but this letter he got three days ago felt different. It hadn’t come from a lawyer or a city councilman or a boss who liked his whiskey neat. It came from a woman.

The letter was short, written in a hand so tight it looked like the pen had been clenched in fear. 

Mr. Gideon, I need help. They are watching me. They want me dead. Come to Black Rock Cove before it’s too late. —Elena Harrow.

He folded that note in his breast pocket now as he guided his ‘Vette past a crooked sign that read: WELCOME TO BLACK ROCK COVE — POP. 3,114.

The numbers might have been honest once, but towns like this bled people the way a ship bled rust. He figured the actual number was south of that, and half of them were the kind who didn’t trust outsiders. Especially ones with questions.

The storm broke just as he rolled into town. Rain hit the windshield in sheets, wipers smearing the night into streaks of gray and black. Gideon cursed under his breath, killed the cigarette in the ashtray, and slowed down. Black Rock Cove wasn’t much at first glance—main street lined with a diner, a bait shop, a bar called The Driftwood, and a grocery that looked like it hadn’t seen a coat of paint since Roosevelt. Windows glowed against the downpour, locals inside nursing beers or pie, pretending the storm wasn’t trying to tear the town loose from its moorings.

Gideon pulled into a space near the diner. He stepped out into the rain, trench coat collar flipped up, hat pulled low. The cold bit through the wool like teeth. He pushed through the diner’s glass door, bell jangling, and every head inside turned a fraction. That’s how you knew you weren’t welcome.

The smell of coffee, grease, and wet leather clung to the place. Gideon slid onto a stool at the counter, nodding to the waitress. She poured coffee without asking, her eyes cautious, her lipstick the only bright thing in the room.

“You’re new,” she said, voice flat as the countertop.

“Just passing through,” Gideon answered, stirring sugar into the mug. His tone carried the kind of weight that said he wasn’t looking for conversation, but she lingered anyway.

“You headed out to the Harrow place?” she asked, brushing a strand of blond hair behind her ear.

Gideon didn’t move, didn’t blink. Just took a sip of coffee, bitter as regret. “What makes you think that?”

Her rag circled the counter in nervous loops. “Nobody comes here unless they’re headed up there. And you’ve got the look.”

“What look’s that?” Gideon pressed.

She leaned closer, voice a whisper now. “The look of a man walking into trouble he won’t walk out of.”

A farmer in the corner shifted, boots scraping the floor. His buddy murmured something, and they both glanced Gideon’s way. Small towns never did hide their curiosity well.

He tossed a dollar on the counter, rose slowly, and gave the room a smile that never touched his eyes. “Lady, trouble’s the only company I keep.”

The bell over the door rang again as he stepped into the rain.

Back in the car, he pulled the letter from his pocket and read it once more in the dim glow of the dashboard. Handwriting neat, words sharp, fear bleeding through. He folded it away, started the engine, and steered toward the cliffs.

The road wound tighter as the town’s glow fell away. Pines closed in on either side, the ocean now just a roar in the dark. Lightning flashed once, and for a heartbeat the Harrow Mansion appeared on the bluff ahead—three stories of stone and shadow, windows like eyes cut out of a skull. When the dark swallowed it back, Gideon felt the hair rise on his neck.

By the time he pulled through the iron gates, the storm was a fist hammering the roof of his car. The mansion loomed tall, its lights burning against the gale. He killed the engine, grabbed his hat, and stepped out into the downpour.

The front door opened before he reached it. A woman stood there, tall, raven hair pulled back, shoulders squared like someone who’d spent her life fighting off whispers. Elena Harrow.

“You came,” she said, her voice trembling under the storm.

Gideon tipped his hat, water running off the brim. “Your letter made it sound urgent.”

Her eyes flicked past him into the night, as if expecting something to leap from the darkness. She stepped back, motioning him inside.

“Urgent doesn’t begin to cover it, Mr. Gideon,” she breathed. “They want me dead.”

The door shut behind Gideon with a heavy thud, cutting off the roar of the storm like a curtain falling on the outside world. The entry hall stretched wide, two stories tall, lined with portraits that seemed to watch him as he crossed the marble floor. A fire burned somewhere deeper in the house, smoke and cedar mixing with the faint trace of violets that still clung to the air.

Elena Harrow motioned him toward a sitting room, her hand trembling as it swept across the dark space. She had the kind of presence that tried to be iron but kept cracking around the edges. Gideon followed, his coat dripping onto a rug that looked too expensive for the water stains he was leaving behind.

She poured whiskey into a glass without asking and handed it over. “I can’t explain everything,” she murmured, her voice low enough that it sounded meant for confession. “But it began weeks ago. The notes, the perfume, doors that locked themselves. It feels like someone inside this house wants me gone.”

Gideon let the whiskey roll on his tongue before answering. “Doors don’t lock themselves, Miss Harrow. People do.” He set the glass down hard enough for it to ring. “And whoever’s playing games with perfume and paper isn’t after drama. They want you spooked, and maybe they want you dead.”

Her gaze snapped to him, fear flashing like the storm outside. “You think it’s someone here? Someone under this roof?”

Gideon leaned forward, elbows on his knees, eyes steady. “Lady, threats don’t come floating in through the chimney. They walk in on two legs.”

Before she could answer, a figure stepped into the doorway. A tall man in a tailored suit, slick dark hair combed back, his expression polished but not friendly. “Elena,” he said, his tone sharp as a blade. “Who is this man soaking the rugs?”

Her lips parted, hesitation written in every line of her body. “Julian—this is Mr. Gideon. The detective I wrote to.”

Julian Crest’s eyes narrowed on Gideon. He didn’t extend a hand. “We don’t need outsiders meddling in family matters.” His voice dripped with practiced charm, the kind a snake uses before it strikes.

Gideon stayed seated, not giving him the courtesy of rising. “Then maybe you should’ve told your fiancée not to send letters begging for help.”

Julian’s jaw clenched, and for a moment, the polished veneer cracked. “Whatever nonsense Elena thinks she’s seen, I can handle it.”

Gideon let the silence stretch, watching Julian fidget under it. Finally, he said, “If you could handle it, I wouldn’t be here.”

Elena stepped between them, her voice shaking but insistent. “Julian, please. He’s right. Something’s happening in this house, and I don’t trust anyone else.”

Julian’s glare lingered on Gideon before he turned on his heel and disappeared down the hall, his footsteps echoing against the marble.

Gideon leaned back in his chair, lips curling into the faintest grin. “Charming fellow. Is he always that friendly, or just when strangers walk in?”

Elena pressed a hand to her forehead, exhaustion plain in the gesture. “He doesn’t understand. He thinks I’m imagining it all. But I swear to you, Mr. Gideon, I’ve felt someone watching me in my own room. I’ve heard whispers when no one’s there.”

Her words spilled out, quick, desperate. Gideon watched her closely, measuring the fear in her eyes. He’d seen plenty of people put on a show, but this wasn’t theatre. This was a woman running out of ground under her feet.

He picked up his hat and rose to his feet. “Then you’re right about one thing—we don’t have much time. Start from the beginning, Miss Harrow. Tell me everything you know, everyone who might want you out of this picture, and don’t leave a thing out. Because if I’m going to keep you alive, I need to know what kind of cage I’ve walked into.”

The storm rattled the windows again, a sharp burst of thunder shaking the glass in their frames. Elena flinched, her hand tightening on the arm of the chair. Gideon didn’t flinch. He’d already decided: whatever was waiting in this mansion, he wasn’t going to let it drive her into the ground.

The sitting room went quiet after Julian’s footsteps faded, the storm filling in the silence with rattles and groans from the old house. Gideon stood, tugged his trench coat from the chair, and moved toward the hall. Elena trailed him, a shadow two steps behind, her slippers whispering across the rug.

“Who else lives here besides you and Crest?” he asked, his voice low but sharp enough to cut through the storm’s noise.

“My aunt, Margaret Vale. She practically raised me,” Elena said quickly. “Then there’s Silas Crane, the caretaker, and Ruby, the maid. They’ve both been here for years.”

Gideon grunted, taking it in. “Sounds like a full deck. Anyone else?”

Elena shook her head, clutching her arms as if bracing against a chill. “That’s all. But I can’t shake the feeling there’s someone else in the house. Doors open when I know I closed them. Lights go out when I’m alone.”

He stopped, turning to face her. The fear in her eyes wasn’t staged. It was too raw. “Miss Harrow, I don’t deal in feelings. Only facts. We’ll start collecting some tonight.”

They moved down the corridor, portraits watching them from gilt frames. Candle sconces threw light that didn’t quite reach the corners. Gideon let his eyes drift over every detail—the scuff marks on the floor, the faint smudge near a doorknob, the warped paneling that suggested something hollow behind it. Houses told stories if you looked hard enough. This one had lies written all over it.

They reached a grand staircase. Elena paused at the base, glancing upward. Her hand tightened on the banister. “My room’s at the end of the hall upstairs. That’s where I’ve... smelled it most. The perfume, the kind that my mother used to wear.”

Gideon’s jaw tightened around his cigarette. “Then that’s where we’ll start.”

He climbed the steps, his shoes heavy against the creaking wood. Elena’s footsteps fluttered behind him. The hall stretched long, with doors lining each side, and carpets swallowing the sound. At the far end, a tall window rattled against the wind.

Elena unlocked her bedroom door and pushed it open. The room smelled faintly of lavender polish and, beneath it, something sweeter—the unmistakable note of violets. Gideon caught it at once. His eyes flicked to the dressing table. A glass bottle sat there, stoppered, untouched. Dust lay thick on its shoulders.

Elena’s voice shook. “I swear, it wasn’t there this morning. The scent was stronger, as if someone had been here.”

Gideon stepped inside, eyes scanning every surface. He checked the window—latched from the inside. The door behind him had locked when she closed it. No fireplace, no vent big enough for a rat. Yet the perfume was there, clear as a voice in his nostrils.

He crouched near the rug, fingers brushing a faint indentation, round and shallow, like the print of a shoe heel. His eyes narrowed. Someone had stood here long enough to press their weight into the fibers.

He rose slowly, flicking ash from his cigarette into an empty ashtray. “Miss Harrow, you’re not imagining a damn thing. Someone’s been in this room.”

Elena clasped her hand to her mouth, eyes wide, as thunder cracked overhead and the chandelier shuddered.

Gideon’s gaze hardened. “But here’s the thing—the door was locked, the windows sealed. Whoever’s walking these halls knows this house better than you do.”

Her voice was barely a whisper. “Then where are they hiding?”

Gideon pulled the cigarette from his lips, exhaled slowly, and studied the shadows curling in the corners. “That’s the question, lady. And until I find the answer, you don’t take a step in this place without me.”

Gideon stood in the center of Elena Harrow’s bedroom, the cigarette smoke curling up toward the chandelier that swayed with each growl of thunder. The scent of violets still hung heavy in the air, clinging to the curtains, the rug, and the silence. He let it settle around him like a trap sprung too late.

“Where does the staff sleep?” he asked, turning on his heel to study the corners.

Elena hesitated at the door. “Ruby’s room is downstairs near the kitchen. Silas stays above the carriage house. My aunt has the west wing.”

“And Crest?”

Her eyes flickered. “The east wing. Far from mine.”

“Convenient,” Gideon muttered, running a hand over the window latch again. Solid. Untouched. He leaned closer, eyes narrowing on the glass. A faint smudge lingered near the bottom corner, oily, half-wiped. The kind of mark a palm left when bracing for leverage.

He straightened, pulling the curtains wide. Rain hammered the glass, and the ocean roared beyond. The drop from this window was three stories to the rocks below. Nobody climbed that without leaving blood on the sill.

Elena hovered near the vanity, wringing her hands. “Do you think it’s one of them—Ruby, Silas, or...” She trailed off.

“Lady, everyone’s a suspect until I say otherwise.” Gideon tapped ash into the tray and crushed the cigarette flat. “And the person you trust most is usually the one who puts the knife in your back.”

Her face blanched, but she didn’t argue.

He moved to the wardrobe next, dragging the doors open. Dresses swayed, shadows fluttering in the lamplight. He shoved them aside, feeling the back panel with a palm. Solid wood. No hidden door, no gap. Still, his gut told him there were places in this house built for secrets.

“Locks mean nothing in a place like this,” he said. “Walls lie. Floors lie. The people living here—” he glanced at Elena “—they lie most of all.”

A knock cut through the air. Sharp. Too deliberate for the storm. Elena jumped, clutching her throat. Gideon crossed the room in two strides, yanking the door open.

Margaret Vale stood there, tall and stern, silver hair tied back in a severe knot. Her eyes swept over Gideon with open disdain. “Elena, it’s late. You shouldn’t be disturbing our guest.”

Elena faltered. “Aunt Margaret, this is—”

“I know who he is,” Margaret snapped. Her gaze pinned Gideon, cold as the marble floor. “A detective. Dragged into our affairs when we have no need of strangers.”

Gideon leaned against the doorframe, unbothered. “Seems to me you’ve got more need than most. Unless you enjoy perfume showing up in locked bedrooms.”

Her eyes narrowed, just a flicker, but it was enough. “This house has endured storms greater than you, Mr. Gideon. Keep that in mind.” She turned, skirts sweeping the hall, and vanished into the dark.

Elena’s voice cracked. “She doesn’t understand—”

“No,” Gideon cut in, his voice low. “She understands just fine. That kind of anger doesn’t come from ignorance. It comes from knowing something she doesn’t want me to find.”

Elena sank into a chair, trembling. Gideon struck another match, lit a fresh cigarette, and let the smoke drift over the violet-scented air. He’d seen this play before. Too many suspects, too many motives, and one frightened woman caught in the middle. The kind of setup where the truth didn’t just kill—it smiled while doing it.

He exhaled and watched the curtains shudder in the storm. “Get some rest, Miss Harrow. Lock the door, though it won’t matter. Whoever’s in this house knows how to walk through locks like they’re paper.” He tipped his hat and started for the hall. “But they’ll have to go through me first.”

The hallway was dark as Gideon stepped out of Elena’s room, the storm throwing thin blades of lightning across the long runner carpet. He moved slowly, listening, letting the silence talk to him. Old houses creaked with their own voices, but this one had another rhythm beneath it—measured, cautious, like footsteps trying too hard not to be footsteps.

He paused near a portrait of some Harrow ancestor in military garb, the eyes painted sharp, almost mocking. He tilted his head, cigarette glowing. Someone was watching, and not just from the canvas.

“Elena,” he called softly over his shoulder. “Bolt that door. Don’t open it for anyone but me.”

Her voice drifted back, thin and frightened. “Be careful.”

He smirked, not at her but at the thought. Careful had never kept him alive. Instinct did.

He moved deeper into the hall. A floorboard whispered under his shoe. A second later, another groan came, not his. He spun, shoulders squared, hand brushing the revolver under his coat.

“Show yourself,” he said, voice calm, steady as a steel cable.

Silence. Then the faint scuff of a shoe retreating fast, swallowed by the storm. Gideon’s jaw tightened. Whoever was playing hide-and-seek knew the corridors too well to be caught by surprise.

He pushed forward, testing doors as he went. Most were locked. One opened into a study lined with books, dust heavy on the shelves. He ran a finger along a desk, noting the clean streak. Someone had been here recently. He bent, eyes narrowing on the floor. A droplet of something dark, almost dry. Not ink. Blood.

He straightened and scanned the room again. No body, no trail. Just the drop, daring him to keep looking. He pocketed the observation and moved on.

At the staircase, thunder shook the whole house. Gideon glanced down into the foyer. A figure stood there—tall, broad, head tilted upward. For an instant, lightning lit the man’s face. Silas Crane. The caretaker. His jaw worked like a man chewing on secrets.

“Evening stroll?” Gideon called down, voice carrying over the storm.

Crane didn’t answer. He simply turned and walked into the shadows, slow and deliberate. The front door groaned shut a moment later.

Gideon muttered, “Friendly crowd,” and flicked ash over the side of a pot plant.

Behind him, a whisper scraped the air. Not words—just breath, close enough that the back of his neck prickled. He spun again, revolver half drawn, but the hallway stretched empty, portraits staring, thunder booming.

He holstered the gun, lips curling into a dry smile. “All right,” he muttered. “Game on.”

Back in his guest room, he tossed the trench coat over a chair and dropped onto the bed’s edge. The mattress sagged, emitting a faint scent of cedar and damp stone. He took out Elena’s letter one more time, reading the shaky words in the light of his cigarette.

They are watching me. They want me dead.

Outside, the storm raged. Inside, the house held its breath. Gideon ground the cigarette out in the ashtray, lay back, and let the darkness close in.

He’d only been here an hour, and already the place reeked of lies. Whatever perfume the killer used, it was just another mask. And he was going to rip it off, even if he had to tear the whole damn mansion down around them.
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Chapter 2:  A House of Whispers 
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The storm still gnawed at the windows when Gideon woke to the sound of the grandfather clock tolling three times. The room was dark but not silent. Houses had their own lungs—settling, creaking—but this noise was different. A soft scrape, like fabric brushing wood, outside his door.

He slipped from bed, revolver already in hand, creeping as smoke. The boards under his feet barely whispered. At the door, he paused, listening. The scrape came again, followed by a faint tap, tap—like fingers testing the knob.

Gideon yanked it open fast. The hallway stretched empty. Only the candle sconces flickered. The rug lay undisturbed. Still, he smelled it—violets, faint and lingering. His lips pressed into a thin line. Whoever was taunting Elena had taken to taunting him now.

He closed the door, shoved the revolver back under his coat, and muttered, “Fine. You want to play? We’ll play.”

By morning, the storm had passed, leaving the air washed clean and raw. Gideon was downstairs before the sun cut through the clouds, the first to the dining room. The long oak table gleamed with polish, silver laid out in military precision. Ruby, the maid, moved between the sideboards, her steps quick and her head bowed. She froze when Gideon entered, eyes wide like a deer cornered in headlights.

“You’re up early,” Gideon said, sliding into a chair, his tone even but edged.

Ruby clutched a tray tighter. “Storm kept me awake, sir.” Her voice trembled on the edges.

“Storm keeps everyone awake. But perfume doesn’t come from thunder.” He watched her, sharp, as her cheeks drained of color. “Tell me, Ruby—who’s walking the halls at night?”

Her lips parted, then snapped shut. She shook her head, turning away too quickly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do,” Gideon pressed, voice dropping. “But you’re scared to say it. Question is—scared of who?”

She nearly dropped the tray, then hurried out, muttering something about needing more linens.

Gideon lit a cigarette, smoke curling into the still air. He wasn’t buying innocence. Not from anyone.

The door behind him creaked. Margaret Vale entered, stiff as the portraits that lined the hall. She took her seat at the head of the table, fixing Gideon with an expression that could sour milk.

“You prowl the halls at night, Mr. Gideon. Disturbing a house already frayed.”

Gideon exhaled a long stream of smoke, unbothered. “Better I prowl than your niece end up in the ground.”

Margaret’s mouth thinned. “You speak as though death is inevitable.”

“In my line, it usually is,” Gideon said flatly.

The door banged again, and Julian Crest strode in, freshly pressed suit, hair slicked as if he hadn’t lost a wink of sleep. His eyes cut to Gideon, full of practiced disdain. “I told you, Elena doesn’t need your kind filling her head with nonsense.”

Gideon leaned back in his chair, blowing smoke toward the chandelier. “Funny thing, Crest. Nonsense doesn’t walk hallways in the middle of the night. Perfume doesn’t creep under doors on its own.”

Julian bristled. “You’re trying to frighten her, to make yourself look useful. But this is my house—”

“No,” Gideon cut in, voice a knife’s edge. “This is a crime scene waiting to happen. You’d do well to remember the difference.”

For a moment, silence cracked between them, heavy enough to break the silver on the table. Then Elena entered, pale, her hair loose around her shoulders. She moved to Gideon’s side, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Last night, I heard someone at my door again. The perfume was stronger. I think they’re warning me.”

Gideon’s eyes flicked to Julian, then Margaret. Both were too still. Too careful. He ground out his cigarette in the crystal ashtray, the sound loud as a gunshot in the silence.

“Then the warning’s received,” Gideon said. His eyes swept the table, cold and certain. “And now it’s my turn to send one back.”

The breakfast dragged on under a silence so sharp it could cut glass. Gideon stayed long enough to watch everyone’s faces—Margaret stiff with disapproval, Julian bristling like a cat in a rainstorm, Elena pale as milk, Ruby nowhere to be found. Then he pushed back his chair, the legs scraping loudly on the hardwood, and stood.

“I’ll be taking a walk through your house,” he said, tone casual but final. “Think of it as me getting acquainted with the wallpaper.”

Julian shot him a glare. “You’re not free to roam wherever you like.”

“Last I checked,” Gideon said, lighting another cigarette, “nobody in this house is paying me to stay out of the dark corners. You invited me, remember? Or at least your fiancée did.” He tapped ash into a saucer, grinning faintly at Julian’s clenched jaw.

Elena tugged at Julian’s sleeve, whispering something meant to soothe. It didn’t. Julian shoved back from the table and stalked out, his polished shoes clicking hard against the tiles. Margaret excused herself with a chilly nod and swept away as well, leaving Gideon alone with Elena.

She leaned closer, voice soft. “You’ll find something, won’t you? You’ll prove I’m not losing my mind?”

Gideon exhaled smoke and studied her face. She was hanging by a thread, desperate for someone to tell her she wasn’t imagining shadows. “Lady, your mind’s the one thing in this house that seems steady. It’s the rest of them I don’t trust.”

He left her with that and moved into the hall.

The house stretched ahead, cavernous and echoing. His shoes clicked against marble, then hushed against carpet runners. He opened doors as he passed—parlors with draped furniture, guest rooms lined with dust, closets that smelled of cedar. Nothing unusual, until he reached the east wing.

The corridor was narrower here, darker. Vincent tried one door. Locked. Another. Locked. A third turned under his hand and opened onto a study.

The air inside was thick, still carrying the tang of cigar smoke. Books lined the shelves in neat rows, too tidy. The desk gleamed, polished clean, but Gideon’s eyes caught what polish missed—the faint scratch marks on the floor beneath it.

He crouched, pressing a hand to the wood. The desk shifted, ever so slightly. A man who’d spent years prying open secrets didn’t miss a detail like that. Gideon leaned his shoulder against it and shoved. The desk groaned, scraping to the side, revealing a seam in the paneling behind.

“Hello,” he murmured, crouching to run a hand over the outline of a door cut into the wall. No knob. No hinge. Just a faint groove. He tapped it with his knuckle. Hollow.

The sound of footsteps made him pause. He straightened, his hand brushing the revolver under his coat. The steps stopped just outside the study.

“Mr. Gideon?” Elena’s voice was tentative.

“Inside,” he called, still watching the panel. She slipped through the doorway, closing it quickly behind her.

Her eyes widened when she saw the shifted desk. “What did you find?”

“Nothing yet,” he said, an unlit cigarette curling from his lips. “But this house is wearing masks. And sooner or later, masks slip.”

She touched the groove in the wall, shivered. “My mother used to say this house kept secrets. I thought it was poetry.”

“Poetry’s just truth that doesn’t like straight lines,” Gideon replied, shoving the desk back into place. “For now, keep this between us. No need to give your fiancé or your aunt something else to chew on.”

Elena nodded, but her eyes kept darting toward the wall as if she half expected it to breathe.

Gideon tipped his hat toward the hall. “Come on. Let’s see what other songs this house likes to sing.”

The second-floor hallway stretched narrow, carpet muffling Gideon’s steps as he moved with Elena close behind. The storm had left the air damp, and the scent of sea salt clung to the walls, mixing with the lingering perfume he couldn’t ignore. Every portrait they passed seemed to tilt slightly in the dim light, watching him measure the house with his detective’s eyes.

He stopped at a door left ajar. Inside, the room looked like it hadn’t seen life in years. Furniture, covered in white sheets, stood like ghosts in formation. Gideon pulled one cloth aside. A heavy oak chair, dust thick enough to write his name in. Nobody had touched this room in months, maybe years. He replaced the sheet and turned, but Elena lingered in the doorway.

“I used to play in here as a child,” she said softly, her voice carrying a trace of memory. “It always felt... colder. My aunt said the walls held drafts. But I knew better.”

“Places don’t keep secrets,” Gideon said, tugging the curtain aside to check the latch on the window. “People do. Houses just give them cover.”

Elena hugged her arms, her eyes flitting to the corners. “Still, I hated being alone in here. Felt like someone was breathing down my neck.”

Gideon struck a match, lit a cigarette, and let the flame briefly illuminate the space. No footprints in the dust, no fresh scuffs on the floorboards. He exhaled, shaking his head. “Whoever’s prowling this house isn’t wasting their time in the empty rooms. They’re staying close to you.”

Elena’s breath caught, sharp and fearful. He watched her swallow it down, force her shoulders back. She was trying to stand straight, but her fear made her crooked.

They left the room, Gideon closing the door with care. The hall opened to a landing overlooking the grand staircase. He paused, leaning on the banister, cigarette burning between his fingers. Below, in the foyer, Silas Crane was bent over the floor with a rag, scrubbing at something with deliberate strokes.

“Your caretaker works hard until midnight,” Gideon muttered.

Elena followed his gaze. “Silas takes pride in the house. He... doesn’t talk much.”

“That’s all right,” Gideon said. “I’m good at listening to what silence says.”

He flicked the cigarette into a nearby ashtray. The caretaker looked up at once, his jaw tight, eyes flashing in the dim light. He said nothing, just ground the ember and returned to his work.

Gideon smirked. “Told you. Silence says plenty.”

They moved down another corridor. A faint tapping sound echoed ahead, irregular, like someone drumming a nervous rhythm against wood. Gideon raised a hand, motioning Elena back. He crept forward, every step calculated.

The sound stopped just as he reached the corner. He swung around fast, revolver drawn—but the hallway was empty. Only a small table stood there, a vase of wilted flowers tilting to one side.

Elena’s whisper trembled behind him. “Did you see anyone?”

“Not this time.” He holstered the gun but kept his hand loose near the grip. “But someone wanted me to hear that. They’re playing games. Making sure we know they’re close.”

They reached her door again, and Gideon stopped her with a hand on her arm. His eyes locked on hers, steady, deliberate. “Listen to me, Miss Harrow. Until I say otherwise, you don’t walk these halls alone. Not for tea, not for air, not for anything at all. Understand?”

She nodded, lips pressed tight.

“Good,” he said, his voice like gravel. “Because whoever’s dancing in the shadows of this place—they’re not after scares anymore. They’re warming up for blood.”

The night dragged long, and by morning, the rain returned in thin sheets, tapping against the mansion’s windows like impatient fingers. Gideon had barely closed his eyes, his revolver never farther than an arm’s reach. He was already in the hall by the time the rest of the household stirred.

He found Silas Crane near the back entrance, hauling in firewood. The man’s shoulders filled the doorway, his face set like stone, eyes hooded under thick brows. Gideon leaned against the frame, cigarette balanced on his lip.

“You keep this place running?” Gideon asked, tone casual but probing.

Silas grunted, dropping the logs with a heavy thud. “Been doing it thirty years. Don’t need advice from city folk like you on how to keep a house dry.”

“Didn’t offer advice,” Gideon said, smoke curling between his words. “Just curious who else roams these halls at night. Saw you downstairs. Little late to be scrubbing floors.”

Silas’s jaw tightened. His hand flexed, knuckles popping. “Spilled wine. Cleaned it.”

“Funny,” Gideon muttered, eyes narrowing. “Didn’t smell like wine to me.”

The caretaker’s glare darkened, but he said nothing. He shoved past, his shoulders grazing Gideon hard enough to rattle him against the frame. Gideon straightened slowly, muttering under his breath, “Yeah, you’re hiding something, you son of a bitch.”

He let Silas go and headed back inside. Elena was waiting in the parlor, perched on the edge of a sofa like she’d been awake all night. Her hands twisted in her lap, and when she looked up at Gideon, her eyes were ringed with shadows.

“Did you learn anything?” she asked quickly, her voice frayed.

“Plenty,” Gideon said, lowering into a chair across from her. “But not the kind you want to hear. Your caretaker is cleaning up more than dust. And your fiancé looks at me like he wants to put a knife in my back before breakfast.”

She flinched, as if the words hit flesh. “You think Julian could be involved?”

“I think everybody in this damn house could be involved.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, cigarette dangling between his fingers. “Margaret with her sermons, Ruby with her nerves, Silas with his silence, Julian with his temper. Hell, if the cat meowed twice, I’d put him on the list too.”

Elena’s voice cracked. “You make it sound hopeless.”

“Lady, hopeless is when you stop fighting,” Gideon said, smoke curling upward. “You’re still breathing. That means we fight.”

Before she could answer, the parlor door slammed. Margaret Vale stood there, sharp as glass. “Mr. Gideon, a word.”

He rose, flicking ash into the ashtray. “We’re already having one.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Not here. In the study.”

He followed her, boots heavy on the carpet, Elena trailing until Margaret shut the door in her face. The study smelled of leather and polish, the curtains drawn tight. Margaret turned, spine straight as a blade.

“You’re digging where you don’t belong,” she said coldly. “Elena is fragile. Your presence agitates her.”

Gideon dropped into a chair without asking, stretching out like he owned the place. “Lady, your niece isn’t fragile. She’s scared. And scared people don’t need sermons—they need someone who believes them.”

Margaret’s lips thinned. “You’re making a mistake. This house... it carries weight. Harrows have lived here for generations. We’ve buried more here than you can count.”
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